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Why join the church? It’s a question that all of us ask at some point. The first question we may ask is “Why go to church?” I can find other things to do on Sunday. Why go? This reminds me of the story of the son who was sleeping late on Sunday morning. His mother knocked on the door and walked in. “Son, it’s time to get up. It’s time to get ready for church.” The sleepy son said, “Oh Mom, do I have to go?” Mom said, “You know we always go to church on Sunday.” The son said, “Please give me two good reasons I should go.” 
Mom said, “Because you are 45 years old and you are the pastor of the church.”
 
We go to church for various reasons. We go because we have some need; we carry some pain, grief or other difficulty. At times we come with a crying need, and at other times it’s a need we can’t even name. “Our hearts are restless,” and we go to church.
 
And if I go, why join the church? Do I join to please my mother, to please my parents? To meet some nice people, to keep up with the Joneses, to make some business connections? There are some feeble reasons to join. So why do we join?
 
Near the end of his life, the poet Robert Frost used to spend a month each year on the campus of Amherst College. He was there to be available to those who wanted to chat with him. One evening, Frost was visiting in a fraternity house when a student asked him, “Mr. Frost, what is the best course of study to take in order to get the best education?” He paused for a moment and smiled and said: “It doesn’t’ make any difference. Take anything you want to. After awhile you either catch on or you don’t. You can’t do anything but hang around. Take whatever you want to take until the spirit touches you.”
 
“Hang around…until the Spirit touches you.” That sounds like a pretty good perspective for joining the church.
 
I suggest that we join the church because we want to hang around with a community of folks who are committed to something larger than themselves. We want to be a part of a community that pulls us to a new level of living. We want to hang out with folks who lift us above selfishness and invite us into a larger purpose, God’s purpose, God’s Dream.
 
Today is “Great Day” at our church. At the end of this service, we will be welcoming into this covenant community some people who have already stated their intention to join here. Great Day is a time to welcome new people into the family. When new people join us, it means we’ll never be the same. Every time a new person comes to live in your family, you’re never the same. Likewise, when someone joins us here, we are a new church, and we are better and stronger because they’ve joined us. We’ll learn from them, and they’ll learn from us. They will bring new perspectives and new visions. And more of God’s energy gets released through all of us.
 
Baptists have long been known for energy, zeal, enthusiasm, singing, mission involvement... One sedate Episcopal lady once said, “I always wanted to be a Baptist, but I just didn’t have the energy.” 
 
If we decide to join this Baptist church, each of us decides how we want to use our energy, how we want be involved in church. Some of us have a need to be here for worship only, to be fed, nurtured. Others of us want to get involved in the organizational life of the church. Others of us are mission people; we want to get involved in hands-on projects, some outlet for our compassion. Others of us are primarily in need of learning, Bible study, growing in faith--- through classes and small groups. Others of us need a community, people to whom we feel connected.
 
We all have different needs. We join a church for different reasons. And joining is always a personal decision. It’s based on what we feel called to be and do. It’s a commitment that brings both privileges and responsibilities. One of the privileges is being part of a community where we are known and loved. The central description of the early church was “See how they love one another.” We are here to love one another even when we may be difficult to love.
 
Joining a church is a covenant relationship, a love relationship, much like a marriage or an intentional partnership or friendship. When we join here, we enter a covenant. We are signing on to hang around with a group of people—to spend time with a people whose mission is built around the search for God, a life of prayer, living by God’s agenda, and continuing the mission of Jesus.
 
So why do we join the church? It’s different from joining the country club. The church is a not a gathering of like-minded people who pay dues to have meals, a swimming pool and golfing privileges. Joining the church is different.
 
What’s the difference? When we join the church, we may think that we’re joining an institution. But if we think that way, we’re set for disillusionment. If the church is only an institution, then we can circle our wagons, turn inward, and think only about preserving the institution. But the church exists for a larger purpose; the church exists to give its life away. The church exists for the sake of those people who are not in it. Yes, we exist to nurture one another, love one another, in this faith community. 
But we move then to a larger purpose.
 
In our Scripture for today, we heard in the Gospel reading various stories of Jesus healing people. He went around extending himself, opening himself, giving himself. He was being generous with his time and energy. When we join the church, we are joining in the effort to continue the ministry of Jesus. That means we are here to learn to be GENEROUS as Jesus was generous.
 
We know that within ourselves there is a back and forth tug between self-concern and generosity. We may admire generous people; but so often we turn inward and look after number one. In this country we’re plagued by individualism--- me, my, mine. There is always some two-year old in us saying “Mine. It’s mine. I want mine--- my money, my time, my needs.”
 
But Jesus calls us to give up saying “mine” and learn to say “we.” 
Here we are connected to one another, and we are connected to those who suffer beyond these walls. We are all in training here to learn to be generous—with our time, our abilities, and our money. We come here to learn to be like Jesus, to be generous as he was generous. 
 
But it’s hard to be generous if we isolate ourselves. When we join the church, we become a part of not an institution, but part of the people of God. God is always making of us a people. Here we are connected to each other; and we are connected to Jesus’ mission of compassion and social reform. We are no longer an island unto ourselves; we are part of the whole. And we learn to be connected to the wider community by being connected to people who find their life from God’s presence, God’s energy. And with our hearts open, God’s energy keeps flowing into us, reviving us and calling us to extend ourselves toward others, to be generous. We join the church to learn to be generous.
 
If we dig underneath to see what makes people generous, we might say that generous people are able to see the other person’s need. They have a sensitivity to the suffering of people. They see someone hurting or homeless, and they feel the hurt. They want to do something about it. They see people struggling with drugs and violence, and they want to do something about it. They have stopped insulating themselves with self-interest.
 
Mission is a major part of this church--- reaching out, in the name of Christ, to those who suffer, those in need. Mission begins in gratitude. And that’s another reason that we join the church. I think underneath all our social needs, we have a need to give expression to our gratitude. Generosity is really gratitude spelled out in the giving of our time, talents and money. It is gratitude that gives us our sense of aliveness. Gratitude gives us vitality and courage. Gratitude is the basis for all giving, all generosity. We join the church to learn to be grateful and generous people.
 
We also join the church to learn to open our hearts to God and God’s people. That means we come here to learn compassion. Watts Street people are known around this city as compassionate people. The word “compassion” comes from two Latin words which mean “to suffer with.” When we open our hearts, compassion asks us to go where people suffer, where there is pain, confusion, despair. Compassion leads us to care for one another and to care for the needs of this community--- housing, health care, the homeless, the migrant workers, the mentally disabled, those in prison. It is compassion that leads us to “pick up the near edge of some great problem and act at some sacrifice to ourselves.”
 
As grateful people, we learn generosity and compassion. That means we will be prepared to jump into the middle of human need. Some of you have heard me tell the story about the general who came to inspect a division of paratroopers, the soldiers who make those parachute jumps out of big airplanes. The general came to one paratrooper and asked him, “How many jumps have you made?” “Over fifty, sir.” “Do you enjoy it?” “Yes sir,” he said. The general went down the line asking each soldier these same questions. Then he came to another man, small, swallowed up by his uniform. “How about you?” asked the general. “How many jumps have you made?” “Twenty-nine, sir.” “Do you enjoy it?” “Oh no, sir, I hate it, sir. 
It scares me to death every time I jump.” And the general asked him, “Why did you ever join the paratroopers?” The little man swallowed and said, “Because I like to be associated with people who are not afraid to jump.”
 
Someone told me last week, “I joined this church because of the people—their faith and courage.” We come here to be part of a people not afraid to jump into the middle of human need—the same way Jesus did.
 
But we also know that we join the church because we need to receive. 
We have a need to express our gratefulness, our generosity and our compassion. But we also need a place where we can find home. We need a spiritual home, where we feel the nearness of God, where we can deepen our spiritual practice, our life of prayer. We need a place where we are known and loved, a place where we can open our hearts to God and each other.
 
In her book Traveling Mercies, Anne Lamott tells the story of a little seven year old girl who was lost and couldn’t find her way home. She walked up and down the street with tears streaming down her face. She couldn’t find her home and was completely and helplessly lost. A police officer saw her, stopped and asked her what was wrong. “I can’t find my way home,” she said. “I’m lost.”
 
The officer said, “Get in the police car.” They drove around the community trying to find the little girl’s home. Eventually they came to a building and the little girl’s face lit up. “That’s my church! You can let me out right here,” she said. The officer said, “Oh, no, I shouldn’t let you out here.” 
“Oh, yes,” she said. “It’s safe. 
That’s my church, and I can always find my way home from here.”
 
My prayer for this church is that we be the kind of place where we keep become a community where the professor, the writer, the business person, the homeless, the stranger can come and join this church, and learn to be glad, generous and compassionate. 
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